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The Narrator as Special Pleader:
The death of a child in La Peste

It was Oscar Wilde who claimed that the reader of the death scene of Little Nell would need to have a heart of stone not to laugh.  Such iconoclasm would appear out of place in the death-scene of Philippe Othon.  Few readers would dissent when Rieux says:

Et je refuserai jusqu’à la mort d’aimer cette création où les enfants sont torturés 
(p. 1397)​[1]​

Torture and dying children are subjects that arouse strong and clear-cut responses in readers today.  The combination of torture and children is particularly potent.  Rieux appears all the more noble for pleading on behalf of some-one who is himself unable to protest.  Yet a more cynical reader might detect a hint of self-righteousness mingled with pomposity.  Rieux (who turns out to be the narrator) is focusing on his own reactions and on their rightness and, by implication, on Paneloux’s wrongness – implying that the priest had not refused to love a world where children were tortured and was thereby involved somehow in the torture.  
This is understandable in view of Paneloux’s first sermon which had presented the plague as a means to bring people back to the path of salvation:

Et le chemin du salut, c’est un épieu rouge qui vous le montre et vous y pousse.
(pp. 1298-1299)

The death of Philippe Othon shows that this is not a valid argument for as Rieux points out:

	Ah! celui-là, au moins, était innocent, vous le savez bien!
(p.1396)

The scene makes its point in terms which brook no argument.  As an innocent child, Philippe does not deserve to die especially not in such circumstances.  
Joseph Hermet points out that we rebel against our suffering and against the God who imposes it on us.  The individual in revolt:

...dénonce en Dieu le suprême scandale: cause de l’injustice à l’oeuvre dans le monde, Dieu réduit la créature en esclavage.  Ainsi, l’insurrection de l’homme, en faveur de la dignité humaine, devient positive:  elle est révolte pour la justice et la liberté, attributs essentiels de la nature humaine.​[2]​  

This line of argument perilously resembles that of Paneloux in that it could be used to provide a justification of suffering.  We may be the authors of our own justice, dignity and freedom, but evil is their necessary precursor.  According to Hermet, justice and freedom may be essential attributes of our human nature but they are not given and have to be created by revolt.  It is thus that we create ourselves as free human beings.  The ‘créature’ of Hermet’s first sentence is subject to God who reduces him or her to slavery.  In the second sentence, we are still ‘créatures’ but now we are self-creating.  However, this act of self-creation springs from evil.  Thus Philippe Othon’s death is an essential part of the process of liberation – even though he does not benefit. 
If we look at the child’s life, we will find that he is nowhere a free agent.  The first encounter with him is in the restaurant where he is dining with his parents.  The episode is seen through the eyes of Tarrou who does not yet know who the family is.  There is thus an anonymity about the description which gives sufficient distance to see as amusing the depiction of ‘un petit garçon et une fille habillés comme des chiens savants’ (p. 1239).  Later, they are described as ‘caniches’.  At one point the child is called ‘Philippe’ by his father and this permits the reader to identify him eventually, as does the description on page 1313 where he and his sister are referred to as ‘deux chiens savants’.  These are the words not of Rieux but of Tarrou.  However, Rieux is editor of the latter’s journals and so assumes a measure of responsibility, especially in the second example where, unlike the first, he is not quoting directly but rather summarising.  His voice and that of Tarrou meld.  
There is no possible doubt as to the identity of the children.  This is important because in this depiction there is something small-minded, not to say spiteful.  They are reduced, if not to the level of slaves, then animals, deprived of justice, dignity and freedom.  Their human nature is denied.  The real target of Tarrou’s satire may be their father, the judge, who has brought up his children in such a way as to deny them freedom of thought and action. Tarrou’s purpose may be to strike a blow for freedom, justice and the dignity of all but it is the children who are described as trained dogs and they are even more the victims of Tarrou’s withering sarcasm than their father.  The children are ‘caniches’ because that is the way Tarrou chooses to show them – without the essential attributes of a human being.  
Philippe, then, is not in control of his own life.  Like a trained dog, his life is dictated by his master’s voice.  His story is told by Tarrou and Rieux.  He is what they say about him.  At the level of narration, he has no voice but theirs.  It is significant that ‘enfant’ is derived from the Latin ‘infans’ which meant originally ‘non-speaking’.  This inability to control the story of his own life is analogous to his situation when he dies from the plague - a patient, a passive being who suffers and dies, entirely in the hands of the doctors who take the decisions about his treatment.  He has done nothing to merit such a hurtful depiction just as he has done nothing, so Rieux reminds Paneloux, to deserve his painful death.  The use of the word ‘torturés’ is intended to stress the agony of the child.  However, it also links his death to his being deprived of the ability to tell his own story.  The purpose of torture was not to kill but to make the victim confess his or her wrong-doing or give up some piece of information.  The torture would stop when the truth was extracted.  Yet the only way of knowing that the truth was reached was when it corresponded to the torturers’ expectations.  Thus torturing people would tend to lead not to the truth but to the story that the torturer wanted told.  Thus, paradoxically, it led to the telling not of the victim’s story but to the torturers’ story about the victim.  The death of Philippe Othon conforms to this in that it provides both of the stories that Rieux and Tarrou wish to be put forward without any contradictory testimony from the person most directly concerned.  His story is their ‘création’.
Unlike what happens at the death-bed of Philippe, at no point does Rieux protest against the way Tarrou treats the child.  Nor does he feel strongly enough that this is so unjustified that it should be expunged from the record.  Of course, a dead child cannot be hurt by such a description but this justification alone should make us uncomfortable – just as we are made uncomfortable by the arguments of Paneloux and Hermet. Philippe, the ‘infans’, is allowed no voice to protest at his treatment.  He cannot defend himself against vilification or the plague.
Furthermore, just as Rieux cannot escape being involved in what Tarrou has done, so he is implicated in Philippe’s death, which is different from that of the other plague victims.  Rieux and Castel use him as a guinea pig for their new serum.  Although their aim is to find a cure so as to help him, this more clearly than anything demonstrates the extent to which others rather than the boy himself are in control of his life.  There is an ethical problem here:

Il [l’enfant] était vaincu d’avance.  C’est pourquoi Rieux eut l’idée d’essayer sur lui le sérum de Castel.
(p.1392)

Rieux is justifying his actions.  As Margaret Atack points out, Rieux’s position as physician is ambiguous since it is he who ‘pronounces the sentence of death’.​[3]​  It is Atack’s view that ‘Rieux is implicated both as aggressor and aggressed in the battle against the plague’.​[4]​  We can understand what she means if we compare Rieux with Tarrou’s father who, like Philippe’s father, is a judge.  A medical diagnosis is tantamount to a death sentence.  The constative becomes the performative.  Judge and doctor pronounce and the victim has no right to respond but must live and die accordingly.  In the case of Philippe Othon, the fact that the child is going to die is used to justify the experiment.  It may be argued that he has no other hope but this implies relegation to a level below that of other sufferers.  If La Peste is an analogy of the evils of Nazism in Occupied France, then there are hints of Doctor Mengele at this point.
Again, it might be argued that unlike Mengele, Rieux intends that if the experiment is successful, then Philippe will be a beneficiary.  The ends justify the means – and this is the basis of the arguments of Paneloux and Hermet.  The crucial difference is that for both of the latter, there is no contributory human agency.  It is this which prolongs the child’s agony and deprives him of the brief morning remission that other victims suffering from the plague are granted.  Rieux, in administering the drug, makes matters worse.  He is, though he does not intend to be, an agent of the evil he is trying to combat.
It is hard to determine whether Rieux’s lack of acknowledgement of this fact stems from ignorance or a desire to convince the reader of his having been entirely on the right side.  Is it deception or self-deception?  For Rieux to attack Paneloux and, through him, God, without acknowledging his own part in what has just occurred, begins to look like a plea, conscious or unconscious, in his own defence.  It is now possible to read an alternative version of the death of Philippe Othon – one in which Rieux is not the heroic defender he wants to appear.  Furthermore it is Paneloux who has grasped the cost of the experiment for the child.  When Rieux and Castel confirm that the boy has not had any remission as is common during the illness, Paneloux says: ‘S’il doit mourir, il aura souffert plus longtemps’ (p.1394).  Rieux controls his temper on this occasion but he cannot do so later.  Is his target really is the non-interventionist (or non-existent) god of Paneloux or has he exteriorised the object of his wrath so as to avoid facing up to the full implications of what he has done?  Such questions arise and cannot be easily answered because it is Rieux who controls the text, closing it off to voices from outside that might dispute our view of him.  He is testifying on his own behalf.  
This is part of a more sinister pattern described by Richard Shryock:

The characters are eliminated or their discourse is neutralized, according to their discursive position relative to Rieux-narrator.  Simply put, with one important exception, those voices that are not compatible with Rieux-narrator’s position, or which do not change to a position similar to his, are neutralized or destroyed.  Father Paneloux provides a good example of neutralization followed by destruction.​[5]​

So, Rieux is ultimately a totalitarian narrator.  He seeks to create his own vision and impose it on the world.  Yet he does so subtly and with slyness.  Patrick McCarthy argues that:

Whereas Meursault relied on his own impressions, this narrator is a dutiful historian who parades his documents and witnesses.  But this is a subterfuge because he does not trust them: ‘he proposes to use them as he thinks fit and to cite them whenever he pleases.  He also proposes...’  The only real witness is a narrator who does not finish his sentences and about whom the reader knows nothing.​[6]​

Rieux has witnesses and testimony but he will use them not to convey the truth but his truth.  Yet this is the man who proclaims the need for honesty in all things.  Earlier in a conversation with Rambert, Rieux tells him:

Il s’agit de l’honnêteté.  C’est une idée qui peut faire rire, mais la seule façon de lutter contre la peste, c’est l’honnêteté.
(p.1352)

What he means by ‘l’honnêteté’ is not so much telling the truth as a version of the truth that common sense (vested in ‘l’honnête homme’) will find acceptable.  Story-tellers who do not produce an account compatible with his truth will be silenced. However, dissent by the reader is still a possibility as Wilde’s possibly outrageous comment reminds us.  Readers can free themselves from the unitary meaning – a textual imprisonment - that La Peste seeks to impose.  
Such ways out will have their starting point in the very text from which they seek to provide an exit.  Thus there is another account of Philippe’s death in the novel.  At one point, Tarrou goes to the quarantine camp and is asked by the little boy’s father if his son suffered much:

	«Non, dit Tarrou, non, il n’a vraiment pas souffert.»
(p.1417)

Such a statement is completely at odds with Rieux’s account.  The horrible death of the boy did not take place but was merely a fiction.  On the other hand, this looks like the sort of white lie that is part of social interaction and which aims to spare feelings.  However, Tarrou is another self-proclaimed apostle of truth:

J’ai pris le parti alors de parler et d’agir clairement, pour me mettre sur le bon chemin.
(p.1426)

This is another version of Rieux’s claim about the importance of telling the truth.  Thus we are meant to have confidence in Tarrou’s witness – as indeed Rieux does since he uses his notebooks to fill out his own account of the plague.  In fact Tarrou is the ‘important exception’ Richard Shryock has in mind.  He points out that ‘Tarrou has in many ways already produced his own version of La Peste, which appears through Rieux-narrator’s account in palimpsest form’.  He also claims that ‘Tarrou’s notebooks achieve, to a large extent, the type of depiction Rieux seeks in his own chronicle’.​[7]​  Shryock’s remarks are for the most part true.  Tarrou’s version differs from Rieux’s in focus alone.  The former concentrates on detail, on the incidental.  In fact the similarity may stem from its being a palimpsest - controlled by the editing of Rieux.  The one point of difference, and it is significant on that count alone, is his account of the death of Philippe.  Thus for all his closeness to Rieux, Tarrou is different and like Paneloux he has to be silenced.  His narrative is taken over by Rieux and he himself is a victim of the plague.  In fact, he does fit Shryock’s pattern.
The dissenting voice is incorporated into the narrative in a way that harmonises it with that of Rieux.  Doctors in our culture are accorded a great deal of credence.  Thus the description of the death-scene as witnessed by Rieux will be taken as true.  The meeting with Judge Othon is taken from the notebooks and is summarised by Rieux rather than being quoted directly.  Rieux is thus, as McCarthy has pointed out, the master narrator, the one who guarantees the validity of the other accounts.  Should a clash occur we would defer to his judgement – just as we are meant to do in his clash with Paneloux.  Consequently we assume that of the two versions, that of Rieux is the correct one, the touchstone against which others have to be judged.
Thus Tarrou’s statement is interpreted to fit the master narrative: it may be explained as forming part of the rules of social behaviour – the convention of the white lie.  Speaking unambiguously may be fine in principle but there are times that it is more humane to soften the blow.  Tarrou’s lie is a social palliative to soothe the anxious parent and excusable in the context.  Thus language may have a function other than that of telling what happened.  In this instance Tarrou appears to be seeking to calm an anxious father.
In Rieux’s narrative, then, Tarrou’s account stands as a polite fiction.  The story that is told does not necessarily reflect a pre-existing truth.  Instead, it creates something, a linguistic construct that could be taken for truth.  But this only applies if we grant complete authority to Rieux, deferring to his totalising vision and subordinating all else to it.  It may be possible, given Tarrou’s declarations and his dislike of judges, that nothing would have induced him to lie to spare Othon’s feelings.  In which case we have to accept that though the boy may have died, Tarrou does not share the view that he died in agony.  Even to be aware of this possibility is to dispute the pre-eminence of Rieux as master-narrator and to realise that one or both versions of what happened is a construct rather than a reflection of what happened.  Consequently, the alternative version of Philippe’s death provides a story line that leads us out of the text as constructed by Rieux and which he wants accepted as the single truth of events.
There are other factors undermining Rieux’s role as the teller of truth.  Rieux’s account should gain from the fact that this is a doctor talking about an area in which he has expert knowledge that the rest of us do not.  There are problems with this.  The most glaring one is that no competent doctor would suggest that the plague can lie dormant in linen ready to flare up in the future.  The plague is carried by the flea that lives on rats.  It is not endemic but is always imported.  In short it has to be carried.  Consequently, the sympathy for Rambert’s desire to escape seems to be misplaced:

C’était là leur manière de refuser l’asservissement qui les menaçait, et bien que ce refus-là, apparemment, ne fût pas aussi efficace que l’autre, l’avis du narrateur est qu’il avait bien son sens et qu’il témoignait aussi, dans sa vanité et ses contradictions mêmes, pour ce qu’il y avait alors de fier en chacun de nous.
(p.1333)

No true doctor could argue thus.  Escape is not a lesser blow for freedom.  The risk of carrying the disease to other population centres makes it a potentially destructive act that will be paid for by many more innocents.  His tolerance of Rambert’s escape plans make Rieux a collaborator in the spread of the disease and provide a further illustration that he is in the words of Margaret Atack ‘aggressor and aggressed’. 
It may appear invalid to use such arguments instead of accepting the novel on its own terms.  However, the narrator constantly pleads for us to accord it the status of literal truth.  Rieux’s narrative strategy is to emphasise factual accuracy by stressing the role of testimony and witnesses.  The truth of what happened is important since it is by establishing the truth that the issue of responsibility may be addressed.  It will accuse  the god who scandalously allows children to be tortured and thus it will lead to the revolt of all right-thinking people against this deity.  
Yet the more Rieux insists on the truth of his work, the more we are reminded that there never was a plague.  La Peste is not an account but a fiction.  It is not reflecting the world but creating one out of language.  Indeed, it draws attention to the working of language in ways that confirm this.  Paneloux is a scholar whose work consists of restoring the missing parts of ancient inscriptions.  Language is like any object that wears away with the passing of time and needs to be repaired, patched up with similar material.  What enables the inscriptions to be repaired is not reference to a reality but the finding of apt words.  Language is not a glass through which events may be witnessed but the raw material from which a reality, a textual reality, may be made.  Similarly, Grand’s novel is a linguistic construct, not a description of a real scene.  That is why he can change the various elements.  It creates the scene without referring to a pre-existing reality.  It creates what it refers to and refers to what it creates.  
Furthermore, Grand is learning Latin, in the belief that this will help his use of French.  Language has an historical dimension.  Words are always secondary to the user in that they have been used before.  Language is never new but rather is made up of pre-existing elements.  There is always a precedent for the use of a word – or indeed a structure composed of words.  Thus intertextuality is an unavoidable precondition of writing.  Texts refer to other texts.  The death of Philippe Othon is not a reference to the death of a little boy in Oran in the 1940s but rather derives its meaning from its relationship to pre-existing texts that are its model.  Among these, of course, would be the death of Little Nell.  In turn the death of Philippe becomes the model for subsequent texts, most immediately the death of Tarrou.
The importance of intertextuality is emphasised by the reference to the opera that Tarrou and Cottard go to see.  The Orpheus myth has been many times retold.  Orpheus only exists through the stories about him.  He is a linguistic construct.  Furthermore, the incident of his death on the stage means that there is now a new version of the legend, another story that is just as real because just as composed of words.  As to which opera was seen that night, there are a number of possible versions, those by Monteverdi, Gluck and Offenbach being the best known.  The most likely opera to have been seen that night is by Gluck.  Before the recent vogue for baroque opera, it was the first to have entered the standard repertoire.  However, like the accounts by the other two, it is a work that exists in more that one version.  Gluck originally wrote the work in Italian for Vienna.  This cannot be the version that Tarrou and Cottard see since the protagonist was sung by a castrato and the last known singer of this type, Moreschi, died in 1922.  The second version, in French, was revised for Paris in 1774, with the main role transposed for tenor.  This is what corresponds closest to the depiction of events on stage.  However, there has also been a tendency, common before today’s cult of authenticity, to conflate the two versions so that parts omitted in one or other may be heard.  Hector Berlioz made such a version, re-orchestrating the work and transposing the role of Orpheus for the mezzo-soprano, Pauline Viardot.  Consequently, it is highly likely that Tarrou and Cottard saw a version of the work that included elements of the Italian and French versions and which the author himself had not approved.  Not only is it a text that is composed of preceding texts but that composition is independent of the author.
The Orpheus opera is not so much a single work as a palimpsest.  It is a range of competing settings of the story just as La Peste is a polyphony of voices.  The main theme is the separation of husband and wife.  The novel echoes this in the separation of Rieux from his wife and Rambert from his girl friend.  Interestingly, the only example of a wife rejoining her husband that is highlighted in the book is that of Madame Castel.  In fact the most significant female figure in the book is Madame Rieux senior.  The significance of Madame Castel and Rieux’s mother is that they are both past child-bearing age.  The pattern that may be discerned is that the separation is of a particular kind: it stops the reproductive cycle.  The single status of Tarrou and Paneloux are another part of this pattern as is the fact that Grand and his wife are no longer together.  The impossibility of these men having children is thus brought to the fore.  Grand’s novel is an attempt to re-direct his creative energies from children to text.  Consequently, his failure to write beyond the opening sentence demonstrates a literary infertility that matches his marital situation.  
This re-direction of creative power is a pattern that dominates the novel.  Rieux, Tarrou, Grand, Rambert and Paneloux are all in their way producers of text – in contrast to the non-speaking ‘infans’ Philippe Othon, who is, as we have seen, produced. Orpheus similarly is a man separated from his wife and who can only reproduce himself in his poems.  This is further underlined by the fact that a strong feature of the history of the role is that it has been taken by castrati or women dressed as men.  Orpheus may be perceived therefore as not being a man in the sexual sense but rather one whose creative energies are, like Grand’s, diverted into his poetic production. Given the importance of language and its link to creativity, the fact that the archetypical poet dies shows the threat from the corrosive powers of the plague.  The single unitary point of origin, the true Orpheus, the storyteller and the subject of his own story is destroyed, dispersed throughout the differing versions of his story.  Again the legend of Orpheus’s death (he was ripped apart by crazed women to whom he denied his attentions) fits into the pattern. Yet the head of Orpheus, flung into the river continued to sing, just as the dissenting voices of Tarrou and Paneloux cannot be drowned out by the narrative of Rieux.  
The night at the opera episode takes its place within a hierarchy of narrative devices.  Itself a fiction, relating a mythological incident, it fits inside a narrative framing that is provided by Tarrou’s notebooks which in turn are framed by Rieux’s chronicle.  The two outer frames are meant to contrast with the story of Orpheus and have their status as fact enhanced.  However, the opera, with its patchwork nature and embedded levels, calls to mind the way Rieux is putting together his chronicle.  Texts are not unitary but a network of other texts leading up to them and, with the passing of time, away from them.  Meaning is established not through reference to a pre-existing reality but by referring to other texts.  
The early reference to L’Etranger is part of this strategy:

Grand avait même assisté à une scène curieuse chez la marchande de tabacs.  Au milieu d’une conversation animée, celle-ci avait parlé d’une arrestation récente qui avait fait du bruit à Alger.  Il s’agissait d’un jeune employé de commerce qui avait tué un Arabe sur une plage.
(p.1262)

This is the story of a story.  It refers not to reality but to another work of fiction.  On one level, this can be seen as an attempt to promote verisimilitude.  Reference is made to an earlier event as though to suggest that these people live in an historical context that is internally consistent.  However, the fact that L’Etranger is a work of fiction will tend to make us view both pieces of writing as existing on the same plane – the fictional.
La Peste, like every novel, is a linguistic construct.  Grand’s analysis of words, using different coloured chalks, does not define them as signs consisting of signifiers and signifieds.  Instead he divides them into root and ending:

Il écrivait donc des mots latins sur son tableau.  Il recopiait à la craie bleue la partie des mots qui changeait suivant les déclinaisons et les conjugaisons, et, à la craie rouge, celle qui ne changeait jamais.
(p.1243)

The use of coloured chalk points up the materiality of language since it enables us to see that words are constructed by fusing an unchanging essence and a variable ending that shows how they used – their function.  The essence remains the same no matter what function is attributed to it.  The ending in Latin is integral and it does not alter the fundamental meaning.  The meaning of words and their function or purpose are indissolubly linked.  Language is what it does.  
This division of language into essence and function runs parallel to a similar division in man.  It can be seen in the dictum: ‘L’essentiel est de bien faire son métier’ (p.1250).  The characters are defined by their job.  Grand is an ‘Employé à la mairie’ (p.1251) and Rieux is the ‘docteur’.  This raises the interesting question of Tarrou:  ‘Apparemment, il semblait assez aisé pour vivre de ses revenus’ (p.1235).  He lacks a job and so may be seen as an essence without a function, rather like those indeclinable nouns such as ‘nihil’.  Indeed, it may well be that, for all its stability, essence needs function in order to manifest itself.  The verb ‘est’, itself etymologically related to the word ‘essence’, permits the sentence to pivot so that it may be read:  ‘Bien faire son métier est l’essentiel’.  The job that one does is what one is.  What a word does is what it is.  Essence does not have a separate existence.  It is not transcendent but is those actions which define us – just as Latin roots do not exist apart from their ending.  Indeed we may begin to question whether essence has any reality at all since it can only be grasped through function.  Philippe Othon does not have any single coherent essence that is at the heart of his being.  Rather, he is a series of functions, serving as an object lesson on the cruelty of the world and as a means of satirising the bourgeoisie.  In one case, his function is to suffer and so he does.  An object of satire does not need to suffer and so he does not.  There is no real Philippe Othon.  He is series of performances, made out of the words of other people (Rieux and Tarrou) and functioning as needed.  He differs from other characters in that he is not a teller of  his own tale.  As a non-speaker, an ‘infans’, he is what other people say about him.  Consequently, he acts not in accordance with what he himself needs to do, but according to what others need him to do.  
In La Peste as a whole, the reader assists at a performative act just as Tarrou and Cottard are at a performance of Orphée.  In fact Cottard is aware of language’s performative nature – hence his cultivation of people:

	«C’est un bon garçon, il peut témoigner.
	– Témoigner de quoi?»
	Cottard avait hésité.
	«Eh bien! que je ne suis pas un mauvais homme.»
(p.1262)

It is not a matter of testifying in the sense of describing how Cottard is but rather of creating a new Cottard that the court will accept as true.
The other sense of ‘témoigner’ is intended to underlie Rieux’s remarks in his introduction:

Ces faits paraîtront bien naturels à certains et, à d’autres, invraisemblables au contraire.  Mais, après tout, un chroniqueur ne peut tenir compte de ces contradictions.  Sa tâche est seulement de dire: «Ceci est arrivé» lorsqu’il sait que ceci est, en effet, arrivé, que ceci a intéressé la vie de toute un peuple, et qu’il y a donc des milliers de témoins qui estimeront dans leur coeur la vérité de ce qu’il dit.
(p.1221)

Later he describes his sources as being: ‘son témoignage d’abord, celui des autres ensuite’ (p.1222).  In this instance the words ‘témoins’ and ‘témoignage’ are used to justify the status of the book as a chronicle whereas in Cottard’s case it is clear that it is a matter of fabrication, the creation of an alternative persona.  However, this usage influences our interpretation of the other one.  The book is not the description of events that happened in an historical Oran but an act of creation.  It is not about the real Oran which is why the Oran of the novel is able not to reflect such realities as the racial mix that would have obtained in the historical city.
What is true of Cottard is equally true of Rieux.  The latter, like Cottard and unlike Philippe Othon, is given the opportunity to create his own persona.  The story he tells is one that does him credit.  He is the one who saw clearly the danger when others tried to hide from the truth and he took a leading part in the struggle against the plague while at the same time having sufficient compassion to understand the plight of young lovers such as Rambert.  However, no author is master of his own text.  To use a medical metaphor, the author is perhaps the midwife rather than the parent and in the course of time a text develops independence.  It has escaped the control of its originator – just as the version of the opera that Tarrou and Cottard see may not have been sanctioned by the composer.  Thus it is possible to read the narrative against the grain, taking into account the contradictions passed over in silence, the things left unsaid.  In fact, we read like Paneloux, studying the gaps as much as the text and making sense of them.
Philippe, as victim, is not a real person but Rieux’s creation.  Earlier, in those parts of the novel where he is being used to satirise the bourgeoisie, he is Tarrou’s creation.  That being the case, Rieux’s remark about the cruelty of God to his creatures takes on a new amplitude:

Et je refuserai jusqu’à la mort d’aimer cette création où les enfants sont torturés.
(p.1397)

Rieux is more than just the narrator, he is also the creator of the story in which this child has died so horribly.  Tarrou’s account to the judge creates a different story, one where the boy did not suffer.  The purpose of the death scene is to persuade the reader that Rieux is right and Paneloux is wrong.  Consequently its function determines what it will be: given its purpose, it cannot but be a scene of a painful death.  Rieux seeks to disturb Paneloux and justify himself to the reader.  Consequently, Philippe in this version has to die cruelly.  Rieux requires it.  It is consonant with the fact that as the doctor, he administers the serum that prolongs the boy’s agony.  His research requires it.
Thus Rieux may claim not to accept this creation where children are tortured but in fact he is clearly implicated in it.  The choice before him is similar to that facing Paneloux:

Mes frères, l’instant est venu.  Il faut tout croire ou tout nier.  Et qui donc, parmi vous, oserait tout nier?
(p.1402)

We have to believe everything or we must reject it.  What is at stake is the entire world.  We must accept or reject it as it is.  Rieux himself paraphrases Paneloux’s words later:

Non, Il n’y avait pas de milieu.  Il fallait admettre le scandale parce qu’il nous fallait choisir de hair Dieu ou de l’aimer.  Et qui oserait choisir la haine de Dieu.
(p.1405)

The death of the child is a scandal but unless one accepts the death of the child and the consequences that flow from it, there is nothing.  The world may be one in which children are tortured but it is the only creation that we have to love.  It is impossible to have the good without the evil.  Hervé Pasqua explains:

Le mal atteint toujours l’individu qu’il prive du bien qui lui est dû.  Hors de ce bien qu’il détériore, le mal n’est rien.  Toute sa réalité se ramène à cette atteinte portée au bien qu’il altère.  En ce sens, on peut dire que le mal est la preuve du bien.  Car, par lui-même, il est incapable d’agir: il a besoin du bien pour le corrompre.  Il n’a pas de but, il n’a qu’une origine, le bien.​[8]​

This complements the argument of Hermet (and Paneloux).  Evil arises from an attack on good – it is a revolt against it.  However, the link between the two is perhaps more intimate than Pasqua allows.  Evil is the loss of good.  However, good may also be seen to depend on evil, given that it springs from a revolt against its opposite: ‘création’ is what it is because of the element of the plague that it bears within it, permitting the struggle between good and evil that is its essential dynamic.  Thus the Oran of the text has as its defining feature the fact that it contains the plague.  This is why Rieux claims that the plague bacillus lies dormant in the linen.  In the world that has been created, the plague is endemic.  Rieux and Paneloux are on the same side in more ways than one.  Just as the priest cannot oppose the plague without jettisoning his vision of creation, so Rieux cannot reject the plague and retain the story he is creating.
Tarrou’s description of himself could equally apply to Rieux and to the entire world of La Peste:

J’ai compris alors que moi, du moins, je n’avais pas cessé d’être un pestiféré pendant toutes ces longues années où pourtant, de toute mon âme, je croyais lutter justement contre la peste.  J’ai appris que j’avais indirectement souscrit à la mort de milliers d’hommes, que j’avais même provoqué cette mort en trouvant bons les actions et les principes qui l’avaient fatalement entraînée.
(p.1424)

Rieux does not possess such self-knowledge.  Unlike Paneloux or Tarrou he does not question.  He may attack Paneloux when Philippe Othon dies but he does not examine his own role.  He does not appear to realise his own part in the death – that he is one of the torturers.  
It is Tarrou who best articulates our ambiguous relationship with the plague:

C’est pourquoi encore cette épidémie ne m’apprend rien, sinon qu’il faut la combattre à vos côtés.  Je sais de science certaine (oui, Rieux, je sais tout de la vie, vous le voyez bien) que chacun la porte en soi, la peste, parce que personne, non, personne au monde n’en est indemne.
(p.1425)

The two sentences appear to contradict each other.  The first expresses the need to fight the plague while the second claims that no-one can avoid passing it on.  Indeed, if no-one is exempt and everyone carries it ready to pass it on, then everything we do (given the intimate link demonstrated above between being and doing) contributes to the spread.  Thus even as we fight the plague we bear it within us.  Fighting the plague is part of the plague.  The opposition that it encounters is in fact part of its nature: it is engendered by it and could not exist without it.  Rieux fights the plague but is also on its side.  Administering the serum is an action that opposes the plague but it also heightens its effects.  When Rieux diagnoses the disease, it is a performative act that goes beyond describing.  It does not exist until the doctor says so.  He is its progenitor.
This paradox of the plague is further exemplified by the use of the phrase ‘la porte en soi’.  It suggests a pregnant woman.  This is an interesting image in a novel, which marginalizes women, and where men lack female companions capable of giving birth.  In this way the plague is seen as natural force – indeed it displaces the life cycle itself.  The plague is normally associated with the end of life but here it is linked to its beginning.  Nor is this an isolated instance.  The old man remarks:

Mais qu’est-ce que ça veut dire, la peste?  C’est la vie, et voilà tout.
(p.1472)

The plague is the creation of life.  In that sense, it is indeed inextricably a part of the lives of the characters.  In fact it would not be too much to say that it is the whole of their lives.  Just as Meursault is called into being by the death of his mother – her death is his birth into the story he is telling – so the plague is what brings Oran into being.  Oran disappears when it does.  It has no existence outside the story of the plague.  This means that Philippe Othon, like all other characters, would not have existed but for the plague.  He lives only as a plague victim.  The plague is the prerequisite for Camus’s creation, the novel called La Peste. 
Everything depends on it.  Rieux would not be a narrator without it.  Definitive defeat of the plague would mean in fact that his role as doctor would disappear.  He would no longer have a function.  It is the fact that there is disease, suffering and death (all analogues of the plague) that allows him to be a doctor.  He is economically dependent on the plague in a way that Tarrou, with his independent means, is not. This is the ambiguity of Rieux’s position particularly when seen in the light of Tarrou’s remark about the need to fight the plague while being a carrier.  Rieux fights the plague but lives off it.  Without it he cannot function either as writer or doctor and without  his functions he has no being.
We accept that death is the end but, as in L’Etranger, it is also the point of origin.  Meursault becomes a narrator of his own life at the moment he learns of the death of his mother.  The plague, too, has this duality.  The death of the rat is where the story begins.  It is at the same moment that Rieux the doctor makes his appearance. This is also true of the anonymous narrator (another version of Rieux) who introduces himself in the very first sentence by evoking the ‘curieux  événements’ in Oran because those ‘événements’ turn out to be the plague (p.1219).  So, death is the point at which both sides of Rieux, the doctor and the story-teller, come into being.  The plague and Rieux originate together in a way that points to their interdependence. Rieux survives and contrary to scientific fact so does the plague bacillus.
The alternative is a failure of creativity – no ‘création’ at all.  Joseph Grand is trying to write a novel he cannot get beyond the first sentence.  His reworkings lead nowhere:

Ce n’est là qu’une approximation.  Quand je serai arrivé à rendre parfaitement le tableau que j’ai dans l’imagination, quand ma phrase aura l’allure même de cette promenade au trot, une-deux-trois, une-deux-trois, alors le reste sera plus facile et surtout l’illusion sera telle, dès le début, qu’il sera possible de dire: «Chapeau bas!»
(p.1304)

This is the central problem.  Language is not descriptive.  There is nothing beyond it, no woman on a horse for Grand to describe. In fact there is a tacit recognition this since Grand describes his hoped-for outcome as being an ‘illusion’.  The writer can never describe but can only engage in the activity of creation.  What is so momentous is that the brief opening indicates another ‘création’, one where there is no plague and where children would not be tortured.  It is his failure to act upon this that means that Grand will never be a writer.  He will always be clerk, a classifier of words and texts.  Unlike the child who is not allowed to speak for himself, Grand is, as his name indicates, a grown-up but one who is incapable of creating a story.  As such, and unlike Tarrou and Paneloux, he is no threat to Rieux since there is no possibility of his authoring a rival text.  Thus he can survive the plague since there is no need for him to be silenced.  He is no Orpheus.
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